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Challenging Technicism
Space for the Individual Bureaucrat in Public
Administration Theory and Practice
Nicole Rishel
Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University
Participation in PAT-Net 2011 led me to rethink some basic assumptions
surrounding public administration theory and what constitutes knowledge in
public administration scholarship and practice. My reflection responds to the
major questions posed during the Ph.D. Student Workshop on “Writing Theory
in a Technicist Field”: specifically, why a technicist attitude is so pervasive in
a democratic society and what alternatives have been posited for confronting
technicism to advance theoretical and critical scholarship.
Historically, the roots of technicism can be traced to the traditional bureaucratic form and the assumption that administration can be separated from
politics. In more contemporary scholarship, the aims and assumptions that
underlie the technicist approach are most pervasive in calls for reforming or
reinventing government, particularly evident in the New Public Management
(NPM) movement. Spicer explains the inherent instrumentalism of NPM:
“Reinventing government for [its contemporary proponents], is both politically and ideologically neutral. It is about ‘how government should work,’
not ‘what it should do’ ” (2010, p. 13). This deviation from the traditional
approach to bureaucratic function resulting in NPM, as well as its initial point
of departure, the traditional bureaucratic form itself, has been challenged on a
normative basis by critical theorists, communitarians, constitutionalists, and
scholars focused on social justice concerns, more broadly.
The traditional bureaucracy, rooted in the technicist, or “scientific,” principles of hierarchy, division of labor, and span of control, is charged with
being outdated and impractical for today’s administrative terrain (Agranoff
& McGuire, 2001). The recent trend of reforming bureaucratic practice by
emphasizing alternatives to the “orthodoxy” and focusing on the instrumental
logic of public organizations is deemed dangerous on several levels (Box,
2004; Cooper, 2006; Green, Wamsley, & Keller, 1993; Miller & Fox, 2007;
O’Leary, 2005; Spicer, 2010). I argue against the continued value of technicism in the form of the traditional bureaucracy, as well as in the New Public
Management (which I do not believe is a radical departure from the traditional
bureaucratic form, but more a “repackaging”). To do this, I will present the
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difficulties inherent in the basic tenets of the bureaucratic form, the reformulations of traditional technicism in NPM, and finally, some alternative conceptualizations coming out of the postmodern tradition that provide a means to
challenge technicism by focusing more on the individual bureaucrat.
TECHNICISM IN THE FORM OF TRADITIONAL
BUREAUCRACY AND MANAGEMENT PRACTICES
Olsen “questions the fashionable ideas that bureaucratic organization is an
obsolescent, undesirable, and non-viable form of administration and that
there is an inevitable and irreversible paradigmatic shift towards market- or
network-organization” (2005, p. 1). He thinks that a reconsideration and rediscovery of bureaucracy “as an administrative form, an analytical concept,
and a set of ideas and observations about public administration and formally
organized institutions” should be undertaken (p. 2). Olsen further argues that
a complete departure from Weber’s (1946) articulation of the desirability
and necessity of bureaucracy is not possible. Is Olsen’s revisiting of Weber
so new? I do not think so; like Rosenbloom (1983) and Lynn (2001), I do
not believe there is much “newness” to New Public Management. In the next
section I will deal more specifically with this question, but first it is necessary
to articulate the technicist elements underlying traditional bureaucracy and to
explain why certain management techniques were promoted to correspond to
this organizational structure.
Weber’s “ideal bureaucracy” is the basis of the traditional bureaucratic
form (Shafritz & Hyde, 1997, p. 37). Hatch and Cunliffe explain, “The ideal
bureaucracy that Weber imagined was a means for turning employees of average ability into rational decision makers serving their clients and constituencies
with impartiality and efficiency” (2006, p. 103). The technicist logic underlying
this organizational form is rooted in a rationalist and positivist tradition with
bureaucratic practices and managerial principles that are consistent with the
basic ontological assumptions of the bureaucratic form. The aim of the ideal
bureaucracy was to create “reliable decision making, merit-based selection
and promotion and the impersonal and, therefore, fair application of rules” (p.
103). The Weberian bureaucracy leaves little room for focus on the individual
bureaucrat, bureaucratic autonomy, or the “art” of administration.
Principles of hierarchy are central to the traditional bureaucratic form,
because this structural configuration is consistent with the overarching goals
of making bureaucracy more formalized, consistent, and systematic. Despite
the growing trends of decentralization and collaborative governance, Hill
and Lynn (2005) emphasize the reality that hierarchical structures will never
become obsolete, largely because constitutional authority necessitates hierarchical governance. In their estimation, changing this system of centralized
authority would entail amending the Constitution.
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The traditional bureaucratic form is routinely coupled with traditional
managerial principles that are “scientific” and originated with Taylor. Public
administration’s traditional management theory begins with “Frederick W.
Taylor . . . His subject was business, and particularly, the shop. His purpose
was to move from rules of thumb, customs and traditions, and ad hoc approaches to business management toward a body of scientific principles” (cited
in Frederickson & Smith, 2003, p. 99). Gulick refined scientific management
and applied it to the division of labor and bureaucratic role definition: “It is not
possible to determine how an activity is to be organized without, at the same
time, considering how the work in question is to be divided. Work division is
the foundation of organization; indeed, the reason for organization” (1937,
p. 149). To do this, Gulick proposes, “Each worker in each position must be
characterized by: purpose, process, persons, and place” (p. 157) to devise an
“effective network of communication and control” (p. 153). Gulick provides
numerous principles, including span of control and unity of command (pp.
153–154), and coined the acronym POSDCORB to articulate the managerial
(“executive”) tasks of planning, organizing, staffing, directing, coordinating,
reporting, and budgeting (p. 156).
Central to the operation of the bureaucratic form and these specific functions
is individual decision-making. Simon (1946) identifies the need for a theory
of administration to focus on the process of bureaucratic decision-making as
well as action, arguing that a practical, value-free science of administration
is both desirable and necessary. Discontent with management principles that
he sees as unsatisfactory, Simon articulates the need to examine all “relevant
diagnostic criteria,” or to focus on the decision-making context in light of
potential alternatives (1946, p. 62). Spicer emphasizes the importance and
persistence of these ideas: “Simon’s instrumental rationalist vision of governance and administration has had a significant and continuing influence on
our field” (2010, p. 56).
The key tenets of hierarchy, division of labor, and span of control within
the traditional bureaucratic form can be placed under the umbrella term
“boundaries,” according to Kettl (2006). Kettl explains that “Wilson’s classic article, ‘The Study of Administration’ (1887) fundamentally focused on
the role of boundaries in American public administration. He asked, among
other things, what Americans could learn from other administrative systems while preserving democratic values” (p. 11). Wilson (1887) famously
claimed that administration and politics were separate, and that there is a
need for scientific, or methodical, approaches to administrative practice
(cited in Shafritz & Hyde, 1997, p. 20). Although the politics-administration
boundary is now recognized as outdated, there have been numerous ongoing
attempts to rethink and redraw bureaucratic boundaries. Kettl, harking back
to the Weberian bureaucratic form, suggests, “Within administrative agencies, the most important boundaries have always been vertical. Hierarchical
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authority defines the responsibilities of managers” (2006, p. 12). Even today,
Kettl believes, “The fundamental bureaucratic task . . . is determining how
and where to draw these vertical lines. Hierarchy and authority are, in the
traditional thinking and practice of complex organizations, the key building
blocks of coordination” (p. 12).
SHORTCOMINGS OF TECHNICISM
Kettl’s (2006) assertions demonstrate that the traditional bureaucratic form
is not dead. In fact, I contend that it is alive and well, with the New Public
Management’s technicist approach and renewed emphasis on scientific
measures and results. NPM can be seen as a “repackaging” of the traditional
bureaucracy because it is a new dressing with traditional forms underlying
its essence. Nevertheless, it remains a poor approach to public administration
theory and practice. Fesler and Kettl describe the impetus of NPM: “Since the
1960s, Americans have tended to think that ‘the system is good, but it is not
performing well because the people in charge are inept and untrustworthy’
” (1991, p. 23). Blaming government for social, political, and economic
problems became common, even among government officials. In response,
NPM began to take hold in 1993, with Vice President Al Gore’s National
Performance Review and the Congressional Government Performance and
Results Act (Page, 2006, p. 173). Page details the way that NPM can purportedly change the practices of a bureaucracy. By shifting hierarchal and legal
accountability expectations away from compliance with procedures toward
the measurement of outcomes, it alters the traditional approach to legislative
oversight and hierarchal supervision, making public managers more accountable for complying with mandated procedures, and it increases the discretion
of mangers and staff to devise creative (or contextually specific) responses to
the particular needs of individual clients and communities (p. 172).
Some scholars, among them Ken Meier, attempt to resolve the problems
NPM poses by redefining the status quo. Meier argues that “the bureaucracy
problem in the United States is, in reality, a governance problem. . . . the
key problems are failures of electoral institutions rather than failures of bureaucracy. As a result, public administration needs to broaden its focus and
include the study of electoral institutions as well as the study of bureaucracy”
(1997, p. 193). Redirecting the scholarly focus on reforming NPM does not
work because the result is an incremental change in a drastically misdirected
system. Spicer contends: “Seeking to extend the ideas of Herbert Simon,
[Meier] argues that public administration research should become ‘the science of the artificial for both politics and administration’ ” (2010, p. 10).
The question becomes, What does a diversion from technicism look like in
scholarship and practice?

forum

283

rishel

Alternatives to technicisM
An anti-technicist approach to administration is presented by Spicer: “A major reason why a defense of politics in administration would seem especially
important right now is that our discipline is showing a renewed interest in a
more scientific approach to governance and public management” (2010, p.
5; see also Hill & Lynn, 2005; Lynn, Heinrich, & Hill, 2000; Meier, 1997).
Box wages a similar critique: “While clearly embedded in the functionalist
paradigm, [neoinstitutional scholars] incorporate the language of its critics.
. . . some examples include Lynn (1996) and Kettl (1997), both of whom
express concern about the narrow foundation and the seeming hyperbole of
New Public Management. Their responses, however, call for more rigorous
methods of research, consistent with the post-exchange view of economics”
(2004, p. 259). Like Box (2004) and Spicer (2010), I take a more radical
humanist perspective in suggesting that a postmodern critique of technicism
can provide more meaningful change for democratic governance by moving
away from the strictures of technicism in the bureaucratic form and traditional
management practices that continue to dominate the field.
To depart from technicism, a fundamental shift in thinking and practicing
public administration is necessary. This drastic shift should involve a greater
emphasis on the role of the individual bureaucrat in positively contributing
to larger social issues, which would involve greater autonomy and responsibility, as opposed to tightening the span of control, hierarchical structure,
or redefining labor divisions. Before the actual structure and function of the
bureaucracy can change, however, the way in which bureaucratic purpose
is understood must be rethought. Miller and Fox explain, “A genealogy of
bureaucracy, with Weber as chief herald, reveals rational, control-oriented
organizations committed to a mechanistic, cause-and-effect deterministic
methodology” (2007, pp. 87–88). The consequences of this result in an
NPM-like tendency to blame entire social, economic, and political institutions, rather than focus on what each individual bureaucrat can do to initiate
change within the organization.
Miller and Fox argue against the technicism of the traditional bureaucratic
form: “As an acceptable model of governance, orthodoxy is dead. Orthodoxy
(Waldo 1948) was that enduring prescription of neutral public administration
ascribed in the literature to Wilson (separation of politics and administration),
Taylor (scientific management), and Weber (hierarchical control)” (2007,
p. 3). But the question becomes why it has persisted in a “new” form with
the NPM. Miller and Fox rely on Giddens to explain the continuation of the
bureaucratic tradition: “Bureaucracy, Giddens teaches, is a structuration of
repeated practices, a conglomeration of habits, patterns of social practices
that recur in rule-like fashion. Bureaucracies are but social habits and social
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constructions, or to use Giddens’s term, ‘recursive practices’ ” (2007, p. 127).
Miller and Fox’s explanation of this process is captured in the representative
democratic accountability feedback loop model, which they believe prevents
the conception and adoption of alternative democratic formulations of an
administrative state (2007, p. 4). To deconstruct the representative democratic
accountability feedback loop and achieve meaningful change in democratic
governance, Farmer’s (2005) ideas of imaginative administration enacted
from the bottom up are central.
Individual administrators must occupy the central focus of scholarship
and practice if technicism is to be countered. Farmer sees the need for administrators to practice as artists: “Practice as art should include thinking
as playing and justice as seeking. . . . The art of governance should seek to
kill the king. One face of the king is the view of governance as a matter of
machine systems and technicism” (2005, p. 129). This form of administration involves an individual consciousness and responsibility that is wholly
neglected by the traditional and NPM bureaucratic forms. As Farmer explains,
“post-traditional” practitioners should perform their day-to-day activities
“with the consciousness of opposition to an ethic of power-down. . . . The
cult is so ingrained psychologically and socially that most cannot imagine a
society without hierarchy” (p. 145). Farmer does not believe it necessary to
arrive at an alternative model and prescriptive method for the functioning of
bureaucracy. Instead, “The post-traditional practitioner should be motivated
as a regulative ideal by love rather than by mere efficiency. It should embrace
unengineering as a symbol” (p. 177). This entails less prescription and accepting the “messiness” of administrative theory and practice.
The most fundamental elements in moving away from the strictures of the
technicist approach to public administration should seek to counter the traditional bureaucratic form and NPM practices. This requires rethinking what we
“know” about administration and changing our language and practice to allow
more democratic possibilities to take form. Farmer explains, “In aiming toward
opening democracy, the practitioner as artist should share responsibility for
changing the language. A new language is desirable as a constitutive feature of
difficult political action” (2005, p. 191). Unlike the traditional bureaucratic form
and NPM, this form of self-directed change is not systematic in the sense that
it provides a checklist for efficient practices; rather, it opens the door to greater
awareness and responsibility of each bureaucrat’s identity, role, behavior, and
potential for positively shaping democratic practice.
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